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What I Would Have Missed…
Abby Giguere
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i don’t know the meaning of happiness,
we love to speculate, to pretend
that we understand
it is a very human thing
to want to understand
to crave explanation,
order and logic
but alas,
we live in a world
that does not care for

our little boxes
Izzy Sobral
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Witch Hazel
Sarah Quinn
I’ve been meaning to write a story
and call it Witch Hazel
where nothing spectacular happens
to a heroine
whose idea of saving the day
is drying out wishbones
on the south windowsill,
repurposing hollowed jam jars
with rosemary sprigs and oil,
and preserving laurel leaves
between book pages.
The only conflict
will be the contemplation of
spearmint or honey in herbal tea.
The only magic
will be found in the way overgrown grass
catches the afternoon breeze
and burgundy flannel heals when bundled
against skin,
and in the end
the sun will tuck behind the evergreens
the heroine will press her fingertips
to her eyelids
and find
rest.
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Who Am I, If Not For You?
Erika Felch
I often find myself retracing steps.
Back and forth,
one after the other.
Not because I have forgotten,
but to perfect them,
for you.
These expectations I follow,
have me stuck like quicksand.
But a mother knows best, correct?
I tip-toe, fitting into every mold made
wanting to be a good daughter,
for you.
How does one break from a maternal grasp?
Where the retracing stops.
The once tip-toe, now stomps.
I want to be a good daughter,
But no longer
for you.
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Evolution
Hanna Hawkins
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The Balcony
Catherine Callanan
Inspired by Tatyana Tolstaya’s Aspic

I

T IS THAT TIME OF YEAR AGAIN.

It is when mother double checks
her grocery list. It is when she meticulously chops up the meat and
vegetables. It is when she serves us aspic. On this day, she
practically has to force herself to leave the house. She does this by
making sure we have no more milk so that she has an excuse to go to
the market. The milk was half full yesterday. Until she drank it all.
Once she begins the laboring process by boiling water, sweat seeps
off her skin. The heat and steam engulf the kitchen turning it into a
sauna. Mother treats it as hell. It is as if she believes that her life will
end if she does not put the right amount of salt in or slices the meat too
thin. She cooks as if she fears that the devil will rise out of the steaming
broth and prevent her from finishing her aspic. Thankfully, she is
successful and manages to ward off any devils or demons lurking
beneath the depths of the shredded meat and she serves it to us.
She places the plates on the table gently and faces us with a look
filled with guilt and shame. Then, we all eat together in silence. This is
normal for us; however, whenever we eat aspic, the silence is as palpable
as its salty, gamey smell that fills our nostrils. Mother takes each bite as
if it will lead her closer to victory. She tears into the flesh of the meat
inside, regaining her strength. She eats at a brisk pace, attempting to
reduce its suffering. We follow her example and chomp into the flesh,
chewing violently. The meat gets stuck in our teeth so we must use our
tongues and be tactical with how we deal with our prey. Push in, pull
out. Drink water and swish it around. For those that manage to survive,
we take a toothpick and stab them, extracting the shreds of their body
for all to see.
We do this for our mother. She has protected us from the elements,
from poverty, and from unhappiness. We hope that we will become like
her when we grow up. Someone who is compassionate yet will not
hesitate to do what she must when protecting the ones whom she loves.
Us. We have pledged to each other that once we turn eighteen, we shall
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protect her so that she can rest from bearing us over her shoulders ever
since we were born.
We all finish our food at the same time and mother nods in
approval. She clears the plates and soaks them in the sink. She then
takes her sponge and scrubs them despite how she can see the reflection
of her hand which becomes red. When she finishes, she calls us to bed.
The moon may be up but the clock has not reached seven yet; however,
we obey without protest. We climb into our beds and she tucks us in,
kissing us goodnight. She used to tell us bedtime stories but that
stopped when we turned eleven. We are too old for bedtime stories, she
said. If we wish for more stories, then we must tell our own. That way,
we only follow the path that is laid out by ourselves and not by anyone
else.
Rather than drift off into peaceful slumber, we listen to our mother's
footsteps as she leaves the room. She walks through the kitchen and
enters onto the balcony. That small space that barely fits the two of us,
yet has a beautiful view of the marketplace below. When you look down
into its husk, it does not appear as grey as it normally does. When it is
empty, it is a former shell of what it was. During the day, it is bustling
with people from all over the world; however, once night appears, it
becomes useless. That is because when people sleep, they no longer
need to be anxious about their next meal. Those kinds of worries fade
away and are replaced by either bliss or inescapable nightmares. The
lights from the surrounding buildings illuminate it, showering it in a
faint glow. The silence that fills the air amplifies the voice of the gentle,
soft spoken wind which embraces you in its arms and kisses your
cheeks. The dull barren trees hum softly, displaying an urge to
rejuvenate their colors. Every year, after mother makes aspic, she stands
on this balcony and lights up a cigarette. Overlooking the marketplace
on this cold and dark night, she has a glint in her eye.
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There Was a Criminal in My House
Julianna Risica
My house was beautiful:
dark golden wallpaper, a teal green velvet couch,
oil paintings of gardens hanging from the walls.
A chandelier sparkling from center ceiling.
But since he picked the lock last night,
my wallpaper is peeling from the corners.
The velvet is ripped at the seams and the floor
is carpeted in glass from my shattered chandelier.
Thinking the destruction was only cosmetic,
I cleaned—picking up the shards with my bare hands.
But blood ran from my fingertips and tears fell from
my eyes, staining my once enchanting home.
I whispered to a friend what had happened.
Their face of horror told me what I had not yet realized.
Maybe I should hang caution tape, I thought.
Maybe this casualty was a crime.
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Your Life, My Life
Lizzy O’Connell
We are the same,
though you are younger while I am older.
You’ll be okay in the end.
Though I’m only twenty-two and can’t speak much.
But I know you’ll be okay.
We will be okay.
You are like water in a river full of rocks; weaving your way to the
finish line.
And like leaves to the wind; allowing others to guide you when you
can’t move.
I know you know how to be independent, even if there’s a lot of
anxiety.
We have and can overcome whatever is thrown at us.
We are strong.
We are independent.
Don’t worry…
As far as I can tell…
You’ll be okay.
Though it will be a struggle,
and with a lot of tears and frustration,
you’ll be okay and figure life out.
Eventually.
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Miss-ery
Eliya-Quaye Constance
Even in the lightest of moments she lingers
In the back of my mind
I feel her soft whisper on the back of my neck
Giving me the worst kinds of goosebumps.
I try to push away from her grasp,
But the moment her calloused hands graze my skin
I fall, hard and fast.
She digs her sharp talons into my skin,
Drawing blood
And I allow it
No, I encourage it.
She drains the color from my world,
Convinces me to retreat from the outside world
And remain in the painful safety and security of arms.
Leaving her side is just as painful as being next to it,
The worst kind of ex is one who never leaves you alone.
And leave me alone she does not,
As I fall asleep she nudges me,
“You’ll be alone forever”.
She always knows just what to say
To send me back in her clutches.
You know what they always say,
You can’t live with or without it.
And my lover knows this.
Who am I without her?
Will I be able to separate myself from her darkness?
She says no.
She always says no.
Perhaps this time I can make the change,
Or maybe I’ll rest here for another moment
In the uncomfortable comfort of her arms.
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I Don’t Think That This Thing Has Any
Evolutionary Benefit to Me
Sadie Parrotta
when sam and I were kids, loudly starving,
we couldn’t hear the roar of each other’s hunger
over our own
we sat in a diagonal at lunch every day of junior high
we, as in all of our friends too, howled together at the table
back then
but i felt like i was the only one shaking at the
discordance of our choir
it was like a hypnosis, the way that i always kept my
stare
straight ahead
even when the only thing to keep watch of was
nothing.
our food spilled onto the dirty floor
but we scooped it back up into our mouths with
our fingers
and paid it no mind, because thirteen is too young to
have cultivated taste
sam and i were talking in the kitchen the other night
about our screaming days
and how sometimes feeling the death of being
thirteen at twenty-one is the visceral shake you need
to feel alive again
it’s a reminder that, in spite of everything
You
are intrinsic,
interwoven into the quilt
of your skin.
sometimes, it’s hard not to feel like
any group of good people would petition to shut
down the
small town zoo of my body
like how a good loving mother is supposed to put
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down
her daughter’s sick dog.
last night there was a protest outside of the county
fair to
get rid of its petting zoo
and new england camel riding
(there used to be an elephant, too, but it collapsed in
the heat two years ago and died in a slumping,
pathetic flutter)
i drove past their picket signs with my windows shut
and
the ac on
i couldn’t hear their shouting but
i could feel a droplet of sweat sliding along the bone
of my
throat.
like the voyeur rat i am terrified to be,
i was trying to get a good look through the window to
see
if i could find where its soul would go
i felt like i was the only one shaking
when it died i saw nothing
and nothing
and nothing
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Memento Mori I
Izzy Sobral
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A Lesson
Ryleigh Corrigan

I

USED to be an asshole.
Yeah, I was a bully, a prick. I was that kid in class that no one liked.
The one who was indiscriminate about who he picked on. I would
find something that I could exploit. I was actually very good at reading
people. I made it my art. To see what they disliked about themselves.
Girls who wore too much makeup were probably insecure about what
they looked like. Guys who talked a big game about their skills
probably didn’t have any actual skills. I would call them out. The
teacher’s pets were always so annoying. Yeah, we know you’re smart, you
don’t have to show off. Four-eyes, know-it-all, geek, nerd, ugly, fat. It’s
easy to find little flaws in a person’s appearance.
If there wasn’t something that I could find, I’d just make something
up. Random insults and stupid things to say that could upset them. I
could tell a jock that he wasn’t any good at football. It might not have
been true, but he’d get angry about it. I once told a guy his girlfriend
was cheating on him with his best friend. I didn’t actually know if she
did, but I started a fight and that’s what I wanted. I told a cheerleader
she was fat and made her cry, though I did get smacked by a couple
other cheerleaders. I just really wanted to make people’s days worse.
I’m not proud of what I did, but I was angry. I’m here now to tell
you that tormenting people isn’t worth it. You might be asking yourself,
“What does this guy want? Who does he think he is trying to teach us a
lesson?” And that’s fair. I mean, you certainly don’t have to heed my
advice. I would suggest that you at least hear me out, though.
As you can probably guess, I didn’t have a lot of friends. At the time,
I didn’t really care. I was the weird kid; lanky, kinda goofy looking, bad
acne, I even had braces. You could say I wasn’t a huge fan of myself. It
was that weird kind of paradox where I lashed out because I was lonely,
but because I lashed out, no one wanted to be around me, so I was
lonely. Yeah, call me pathetic, I don’t really care. The point is, being an
asshole isn’t going to get you anywhere, and it might even lead to worse
things. Let me tell you what happened to me.
Most of my school days consisted of roaming the hallways looking
for any stragglers to harass in between classes. It was easier not to get
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caught this way, as most teachers were too busy corralling droves of
rowdy high schoolers to notice me. So there was this one girl, Addie,
that I targeted a lot because she was shy and mousy: an easy target. On
this particular day, she was running late, and I saw her holding her
textbooks in her arms. I knocked them on the floor. I know. It’s the
low-hanging fruit, but you should know by now that that didn’t matter.
Books and papers scattered across the tiled floor. Then something
happened that she’s never done before. She looked me in the eyes and
glared at me. I mean, glared. In her eyes was this intense hatred that I
had never seen before. She looked pissed. Now, this wouldn’t be so
alarming if it was just about anyone else, but she was that kind of
anxious girl that would explode if you so much as looked at her. She
would never even look at me. After shooting me the fiercest death-stare
I’ve ever seen, she calmly collected the scattered papers and left. I was
confused, but I didn’t think much of it at the time.
The next couple of days were relatively uneventful. I realized that
Addie was shooting me that death stare from across the classroom. As I
said, that girl usually kept to herself, so this was more than a little
disconcerting. I suddenly felt like she had it out for me. Looking back
on it, of course she did. But I wasn’t all that bright back then.
Aside from general uneasiness around Addie, things were perfectly
normal. I pushed people around, made loud noises in class, and
annoyed the crap out of all my teachers. The weirdness started when I
got home.
***
A FEW DAYS after the Addie incident, I was chilling in my room when I
heard this strange noise. It was this low growl, and I had no idea where
it was coming from. I don’t have any pets, so I thought I was imagining
it. That is until I saw it.
Out from the shadows of the room came a large black mass. It was
amorphous and intangible like a living shadow. With an undignified
yelp, I fell backward on my bed. Then it began to take shape. Well,
shape is a strong word, but it started to draw together to form a tight
mass with more defined appendages and a head. The whole room
seemed to darken as if it was consuming all the light. The thing was
filling the room, and all I could do was watch it. Then it smiled at me.
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Somehow, I didn’t faint.
“Michael Stowell,” Its deep voice reverberated through my skull. “I
have been summoned to this plane to make you pay for your
misdeeds.”
I couldn’t speak. The words were stuck in my throat, almost choking
me. It pointed a clawed finger at me. “For this, the price is your soul.”
That snapped me out of it. “WHAT!?”
“Tormentors and the wicked must be punished by my hand, and
you have been deemed as such.”
Its booming voice was making it hard to focus. My soul? Tormentor?
What was going on? I tried to shake off the fog in my head.
“Wait, wait, hold on a second,” I pleaded. “What is this about? Who
are you?”
“I am Eleiyus, and I fight for those who cannot fight for themselves.
I have been summoned because you have been identified as a
tormentor. Your life is forfeit.”
“Wait, Eleiyus,” I stammered, “there’s gotta be another way. I’m
sorry!” Yes, I begged for my life. You would have done the same.
“You do not understand the gravity of your actions. You are lucky
Adeline Emmons came to me. There are worse things that can be
summoned with the proper rituals. For Adeline and for the others you
have hurt with your carelessness, I must reap your soul.”
“I’m sorry I did the things that I did!” The words tumbled out of my
mouth in a rush. “I know it was stupid and wrong, I just… I was sad
and lonely. I acted out and hurt people that didn’t deserve it. Just let me
fix it!”
The thing didn’t move. It was hard to read its face when it didn’t
have one.
Suddenly the room shook, and the darkness crept in. The pressure
changed, my ears popped, and I got dizzy. It had moved closer to me.
“You would change? You would make up for what you have done?”
“Yes!” I cowered on my bed.
The pressure shifted, and the room brightened by a fraction. I no
longer felt like my head was going to explode.
“Very well,” it said. “I shall allow you to live for now, but only if you
stay to your word and change for the better. If you do not, I shall come
for you immediately and you will suffer a fate worse than death. No
pleading, no deals.”
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With a small whimper, I nodded (I’m not proud).
“Do not forget this, Michael Stowell,” it boomed, “or I will come
back for you.”
The room began to shake again. The shadows receded, and Eleiyus
began to shrink and dissipate into a black cloud of shadowy smoke.
Soon it was just me, alone, cowering on my bed. All irregular shadows
were gone, and my room looked as it did before it showed up. I sat
there for a long time, trying to process what had happened. Eventually,
I ended up going to sleep. The next morning, I would restart. I would
be a better person.
The next day, I was in history class and, God, the teacher was just so
annoying. Mr. Sidebotham drones on and on, you know the type; dry,
boring monotone voice. I used to throw wads of paper or flick rubber
bands at him. I would try to get him mad, see if I could get him to yell,
see if his voice could be anything other than flat. As I sat in his class,
the day after my encounter with Eleiyus, I tore a page out of my
notebook and balled it up. I took aim, closing an eye to line up my
shot. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Mr. Sidebotham’s shadow get
larger and shift. It had horns, eyes, and a fanged mouth. It stared
directly at me. My throat went dry and I dropped the crumbled paper.
It bounced off the desk and to the floor. The shadow stared at me for a
moment longer, making sure I got its message. Then, just like that, it
was just Mr. Sidebotham’s shadow again.
This was going to be hard.
***
I WISH I COULD TELL YOU that Addie and I made up. She wasn’t ready
to forgive me after so many years of torment, and honestly, I can’t say
that I blame her. One day after school, I approached her.
“Hey, Addie, wait up!”
She kept walking, but I ran after her and caught her arm. “Wait, I
want to talk to you.”
Addie stopped and turned around. “What?” She sounded pissed.
“I just wanted to say that I’m sorry,” it felt weird coming out of my
mouth. I’d never said sorry to someone before.
Addie was unimpressed. “A ‘sorry’ isn’t going to cut it, Michael. You
bullied me since elementary school.”
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“I know,” she wasn’t going to make this easy for me. “Let me make it
up to you. I want to make amends.”
She shook her head. “I don’t want anything to do with you. You
made my life Hell. You do know that demon was sent to kill you, right?
You’re lucky it didn’t. I wouldn’t have been so merciful.”
That pretty much ended the conversation. With a glare, she turned
and walked away.
I knew this was going to be hard and without Addie’s vote of
confidence, it was going to be harder. I thought that maybe, if she had
my back, I’d be able to do the right thing. Having someone in my
corner would be a good boost every now and then, but it was stupid to
think I’d get that from her. I didn’t really deserve to have anyone on my
side, not yet at least. I had to prove I was committed to this change
first.
A few weeks into becoming the new me, I tried to start helping
people. For the most part, I had just been keeping my mouth shut
when I would otherwise make a mean comment. I had a feeling I
would have to do some actual good.
A girl I didn’t really know the name of dropped her books in the
hallway between classes. Who carries their books around like that
anyway? I kept that comment to myself and dropped down to help her
pick them up. Really, didn’t she have a backpack? The girl looked
nervous when she saw me grabbing her papers. I know she was
probably thinking I’d tear them up or throw them away or something.
Instead, I shuffled them together neatly and handed them over. This
made her eyebrows shoot up.
“Oh, thank you,” there was an obvious surprise in her voice as she
took the papers.
“Yeah, no problem,” I tried to sound as nonchalant as possible, as if
it wasn’t weird that I was suddenly being nice.
She stared at me for a moment and I stared back awkwardly. She
then quickly stood up and shifted the stack of books and papers in her
arms.
“Do you have a backpack?” I asked.
She flushed and looked down at her feet. “No, I don’t.” She looked
embarrassed. “Here,” I held out the backpack that was slung over my
shoulder, “you can have mine. I don’t really use it.”
The shock was evident on her face. “Really?”
Commonthought 2021 | 23

“Sure, why not? Looks like a lot to carry around all the time. Here,”
I unzipped my bag and held it open for her. She dumped her stuff in
the bag and I zipped it up and held it out. She took it cautiously,
probably not knowing if she could actually trust me yet. When the bag
was on her back and nothing extraordinary happened, she smiled at me.
It took me by surprise. Something about having a person smile at you
rather than glare was a good feeling. I thought that maybe I wanted
more people to smile at me like that. I later learned that her family was
in a bad place with funds.
With the nice feeling I got from helping that girl, who I still don’t
know the name of, I decided to keep going. I held the door open for
people which I would never do before. I let people borrow my pencil,
pieces of paper, and an eraser at one point.
Normally, I would tell them to suck it up if they asked me for
something, it was their fault that they didn’t bring a pencil to school.
But now I could see their relief when I handed the item over and I
realized how much a small gesture like that could mean.
It didn’t mean much to Addie, though. I felt as though I was making
good progress, but she wouldn’t give me the time of day. I’ll admit, it
was frustrating. Any time I tried to help her, she’d completely ignore me
or she’d stare daggers at me, which I was getting used to. I offered to
help carry some of her books as she always seemed to like walking
around with them in her arms instead of her bag (which is why I’d
always knock them out of her hands). Addie kept walking. Determined
to get some kind of answer from her, I followed. I intended to have a
civil conversation, but Addie wouldn’t have it.
“Addie, please can we at least talk?” “No.”
“C’mon, I need to make it up to you,” I pleaded. “No,” was her firm
response.
“Why won’t you let me help you?” I shouted, anger flaring. “Because
I don’t want you to,” she snapped back.
“I’m trying to be better, Addie! I’m not trying to trick you.”
“You’re trying too hard, Michael,” she finally turned to face me.
“You’re only trying to ‘help me’ to make yourself feel better. That’s what
this all is: you’re doing it for yourself. You don’t care about how I feel
and you don’t care about how anyone else feels.”
“I mean, there is that demon that’ll kill me if I don’t,” I mumbled.
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“Then there’s that,” she frowned. “Are you doing this because you
have to or because you genuinely want to?”
That made me pause. I thought I was doing this out of the newfound goodness in my heart, but it was feeling like a chore sometimes.
Maybe I was trying too hard.
Addie rolled her eyes. “You think you need me to validate your good
work because I was the catalyst of your change. My forgiveness will
confirm to you that you’re a better man now. And you’ll feel good about
yourself for once. Well, I’m not giving you that. I don’t think you
deserve it and it wouldn’t be genuine.”
She was pretty blunt. It hurt… A lot. But she was right. At the time
I was pissed. I wanted to yell and call her all sorts of things that I won’t
repeat here because I’m kind of ashamed of it now. I watched her walk
away once again and realized I had to leave her alone. In hindsight,
everything she said made sense. I needed her validation, but I shouldn’t
have. That had to come from me.
***
ALRIGHT, SO I KNOW what you must be thinking. None of that
happened, right?
Well, it did, but don’t expect me to explain it because I have no idea.
That’s a question for Addie. She’s the one that summoned a demon.
Unfortunately, Addie ignored me for the rest of our time in high
school. No matter what I did for people or how much I had changed.
After we graduated, I never saw her again. A lot of time has passed since
then and I can say that I’ve become a better person. I’m still righting
wrongs and doing my best, but I haven’t seen Eleiyus, so I think that
means it’s working.
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Untitled
Sofi Mesa-Morales
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Dreams
Julianna Risica
I dream of an unruly patch of wildflowers
outgrowing a pale wooden square.
I dream of tall blue cornflowers and passion,
little white baby’s breath and joy,
purple aster with a deep golden center and a purpose.
I dream of grasses considered weeds rising above expectations.
I dream of a child playing nearby, and of their imagination—
the innocence to believe people can do anything they wish.
I dream of growing up and not settling down:
an aged life beyond a white picket fence,
a nightly news show, and static domesticity.
I dream of a life of living.

Commonthought 2021 | 27

A Fortnight of Love
Catherine Callanan
Inspired from A Week of Love by Rania Mamoun
Day One
Out of all the empty desks,
she chose to sit in the one next to me.
Neither of us acknowledged each other.
She kept her eyes on her phone while I kept mine on my book.
Day Two
She dropped her eraser on the floor between our desks.
She reached down but only the tip of her finger managed to touch
it.
“Here, let me.” I said and moved my desk so that she could grasp it
in her hand.
She thanked me with a half-smile, and I nodded silently, while I
smiled in my thoughts.
Day Three
Mr. Night instructed us to open our textbooks to page 364.
She tapped on mine, and I turned toward her, meeting her warm,
brown eyes.
“Do you mind if I look at yours?” I murmured, “Sure.”
The rest of the lesson was a blur as my mind focused on how our
shoulders kissed.
Day Four
She squatted down and folded her arms on my desk, staring up at
me with those dreamy eyes.
“I wish I could get into reading. Then, maybe I wouldn’t be so
bored all of the time.”
I folded the page and closed the book. “You don’t have any
hobbies?”
Her friends walked into the room and called to her. “Not really, I
don’t have time for them.”
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Day Five
The laughter of her friends buzzed around my ears like bees.
I stood up with my book and began to leave but she took my hand.
“Wait, we’ll go.” They exited the class and I sat back down.
The empty seat next to me gave me butterflies.
Day Six
Mr. Night snapped me out of the daydream I had about her.
I stumbled on my words, attempting to figure out what his
question was.
Her pencil scribbled furiously next to me and when I looked at her
paper,
it revealed the answer.
Day Seven
For lunch, I got stuck with a tuna sandwich.
I threw it away and sat alone, searching for the page in my book
that was folded over.
A bag of chips fell into my lap. “I packed extra.” She said and
strutted away.
My guardian angel.
Day Eight
Her seat was empty today.
Thoughts of her wellbeing fogged my mind.
Is she simply sick or could it be something worse?
Hopefully, she just overslept.
Day Nine
She came back.
I greeted her normally and acted as if nothing was amiss.
I listened in on the conversation she had with her friends.
She skipped to go shopping.
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Day Ten
“You should make an Insta and friend me.” She said without
looking up from her phone.
“Okay, I don’t really think I’d use it for anything else, though.”
“You could just set it too private. That way, only I’ll see what you
post.”
It was the first homework assignment that I completed that night.
Day Eleven
My teacher asked our class what we wanted to be in the future.
Before I would have made something up,
astronaut, actress, author.
Now, I want to be with her.
Day Twelve
I came in earlier than usual.
No one else had arrived, not even Mr. Night.
I hovered over her desk and pushed it closer to mine to fill in the
gap.
The pieces were together, and the puzzle was completed.
Day Thirteen
She beamed when Mr. Night made the announcement.
Her friend was transferring into our class.
They chose empty desks at the back and sat together.
I wonder when she’ll be back.
Day Fourteen
She didn’t bat an eye my way and sat with her friend again.
Now the seat next to me lies dormant, waiting to be filled.
I finish up the last chapter and shut my book,
anticipating about what I’ll read next.

30 | Commonthought 2021

Untitled
Sofi Mesa-Morales

Commonthought 2021 | 31

Yellow Ink
Rowena Poole

T

of the day was always just after lunch.
That one hour in the afternoon was the worst. No meetings
were held, the phone didn’t ring, and time stood still.
Tick, tick, tick.
Max Montgomery kept his eye on the clock as the second hand
made its way around. Once, twice, three times. Fifty-seven minutes
left. To pass the time, Max often brought a football with him to toss
around. It didn’t make time go faster, but it did make that last hour
bearable. Every so often, Max glanced over at his monitor to see if any
new emails appeared, then back over at the clock.
Tick, tick, tick.
He looked over at the frosted glass office. The lights were on, and
the man inside was pacing back and forth. His boss was always able to
keep busy in the afternoon. Max tossed his football again as the man
behind the frosted glass sat down at his desk. With a sigh, Max put his
football down and got up for a cup of coffee.
Tick.
Thirty minutes. Max finished his coffee.
Tick.
Twenty minutes. He grew antsy.
Tick.
Ten minutes. Max smiled and began packing up his desk. He
grabbed his football, stopping by the frosted glass office on his way out.
As he opened the door, he tossed the football at the man sitting at the
desk.
It startled the man, but the ball bounced over into his hands. He
caught his breath and looked up at Max.
“I’m heading out now, Phil,” Max said with a small smirk.
“That time already?” Phil turned to look at the clock that hung
above his head. “Well, all right, buddy.” He tossed the football back to
Max. “Give Daniel my best.”
“I will.” Max nodded.
“Has he chosen a costume yet? He’s kind of running out of time.”
“We’re going this afternoon.”
HE SLOWEST PART
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“Have fun.”
With a smile, Max waved goodbye and headed out to his car. The
best part of the day started at three o’clock on the dot. Max had one
hour to get home, feed the cat, and complete his house chores. When
the time came to leave, Max wasted no time grabbing his jacket and
driving over to the elementary school where he stood waiting.
The judgmental looks from the other waiting parents never bothered
Max. He knew why they stared. He was much younger, rugged
looking, and he had a sleeve on his left arm. The conservative clothes
he wore didn’t match his exterior. It wasn’t the typical look for a father
of a young boy. It didn’t matter to Max. The only thing he cared about
was his son.
He heard the bell ring and tried to spot his son amongst the rush of
children coming out to greet their parents. Max spotted him in his
yellow raincoat, and it was like time stood still. For a change, Max
didn’t want the clock to tick faster. He held his arms open wide. When
his son saw him, he raced over and threw himself into his father’s
embrace. Max picked him up and held him close to his chest.
Max looked up, catching a glimpse of Daniel’s teacher. She always
wore a warm smile on her face, and she seemed unfazed by Max’s
alternative appearance. She never asked about his sleeve, or about how
he managed to stay in impressive shape. Other parents asked, but Max
avoided saying he went to the gym at five in the morning while Daniel
was still sleeping. He never mentioned that his tattoo, a detailed forest
leading up to the night sky, was a design he simply enjoyed having. Ink
didn’t have to mean anything.
“Are we getting a costume today?” Daniel asked, still in Max’s arms.
Max pulled away slightly and looked at Daniel. “I promised, didn’t
I?”
Daniel grinned. His smile was the best thing in the world.
Max put him down and held his hand. “How was school?” He led
his son through the crowd and over to the car.
“Good!” Daniel exclaimed. “Miss Miller-Rose said we get to wear
costumes on Friday! And we’re gonna have- we’re gonna have a big
party!” Daniel bounced up and down in his car seat.
Max started the engine. “That sounds like fun! Any ideas what you
want to be yet?”
“Nope!”
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“What about an astronaut?”
“No! Silly Daddy, I was an asternot last year!”
Max chuckled. “Dinosaur?”
“Mm… maybe! I like big dinos!”
“Yeah, you’re my big tough guy. You could be a T-rex.”
“Maybe,” Daniel said again with a yawn.
Max looked at him through the rearview mirror. Daniel was looking
out the window, his hands folded in his lap, and his legs swinging back
and forth. He proceeded to tell his father the costumes of everyone in
his class who already knew what they were going to be. The list
contained lots of superheroes, fairies, and animals. Daniel continued to
bounce up and down in his seat with excitement as he spoke. “Are we
there yet?”
“Two minutes,” Max answered.
Daniel sighed and looked out the window again. He was quiet for
the last bit of the car ride, but as soon as the Halloween store came into
sight, he began bouncing again. “There it is, there it is!” He pointed to
the storefront as Max parked the car. Once Daniel was unbuckled from
his car seat, he dashed over to the entrance, hopping up and down at
the door.
Max jogged up to him and pushed the door open, allowing Daniel
to go in first. He stood there for a moment, scanning the store, before
running over to the police officer costumes. He grabbed a uniform in
his little fist and presented it to his father.
“I want to be a policeman!”
Max smiled down at him and searched the costumes for Daniel’s
size. “Why don’t you look around a bit more before you decide?” he
told Daniel as he pulled a uniform off the rack. “I’ll hold onto the ones
you like, and we can pick the best one at the end.”
Daniel nodded frantically. “Okay, Daddy!” He looked around
again and ran over to the dinosaur costumes. “This one, this one!”
Max grabbed his size. “You like this one?”
“Yeah! What are those triangles on the back?”
“They’re called plates. They’re spikes that come out of this dinosaur’s
back.”
“Ooh, stego!”
“That’s right! Stegosaurus.” Max folded the dinosaur costume over
his arm. “What’s next?”
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Daniel’s hungry eyes continued to search. “Yellow!” he exclaimed
and dashed off in another direction.
Max turned to follow, but he stopped when he saw Daniel standing
next to a yellow princess dress. Max immediately recognized it as the
one that Belle had worn in Beauty and the Beast. He stood speechless
for a moment, staring.
“Yellow!” Daniel said again, pointing to the dress. “Can we get that
one?”
Hearing his son’s voice brought Max’s attention back. “Th- um…
That’s a dress,” he stammered, approaching Daniel.
“Okay,” Daniel said. “Can we get it? Please?”
“It’s a girl’s costume,” Max continued gently.
“Okay!” Daniel said again. “It’s yellow. I like yellow. Yellow’s my
favorite!”
“But… wouldn’t you rather wear something for boys?”
“Maybe! I like yellow. I like that one!” Daniel pointed at the dress
again. “Look! Yellow shoes!”
With a sigh, Max took a dress off the rack, making his best guess
which size Daniel would be. He went to get a shopping cart and placed
the yellow dress at the very bottom. He piled more costumes on top,
further concealing it.
“Okay,” Max said, coming to a stop off in the corner. “I think we’ve
seen everything. What do you want to be?”
“Um…” Daniel looked over at the shopping cart full of costumes. It
was full of all sorts of colors and fabrics. “I like yellow!”
Max reached into the cart and pulled out the banana costume. “This
one?”
“No, Daddy!” Daniel giggled. “The other one!”
Max opened his mouth to say something, but he gave up and fished
the yellow dress out of the cart.
“Yeah, yeah!” Daniel leapt up and down.
“Wouldn’t you rather go as the banana?” Max urged.
“No!” Daniel said.
“Well, what about the policeman? You’d make a great cop!”
“No! I like the yellow dress!”
“Well, I don’t… think that’s a good idea.”
Daniel’s smile quickly disappeared. His expression was enough to
break Max’s heart.
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“Why?” Daniel sniffed.
“It’s a girl’s costume,” Max explained.
“But I want to wear it! I like yellow!” Daniel began to pout, and
Max knew he was on the verge of tears.
“Well, how about we buy another costume too, in case you change
your mind?”
Daniel sniffed again. “I get two costumes?”
The corner of Max’s mouth hinted at a small smile. “Sure.”
“Okay!” Daniel was back to smiling. “I like the sharky!”
“The shark?”
“Yeah, yeah!”
“Okay.” Max placed the two costumes on top of the pile and
pushed the buggy over toward the register.
“Ooh, can we get this too?”
Max turned around to see Daniel holding a headband with bats on
springs. He smiled gently. “Not today.”
Daniel didn’t say anything. He continued to hold the headband
behind his back. Max let out a soft laugh and continued walking.
Daniel followed behind, and when his father turned around, he held
the headband in front of him and started bouncing the little springs.
He continued to gather a handful of bits and bobs in the queue. Max
let him hold on to all of them until they got to the register.
The cashier greeted them with a friendly smile.
“Hi,” Max said. He picked up the mountain of costumes, leaving
behind the shark and Belle. “We’re not going to get any of these.”
The cashier nodded and slid all the extra clothes into a bin behind
the registers.
“Just these two, please.” Max handed over the costumes.
Daniel reached up to the counter and placed the things he had
gathered up next to the costumes.
“Yeah, nice try,” Max said to Daniel. He turned to the cashier.
“We’re only getting the costumes.”
The cashier smiled. “Hey, I get it.” She pulled Daniel’s items off the
counter and into the bin with the extra costumes. “Can’t decide on a
single costume this year?” she asked as she scanned the outfits.
Max’s brow furrowed. When the cashier noticed the change in his
expression, Max shook his head and grinned. “Not when you’re six,” he
said nonchalantly.
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He looked over at Daniel who was now off looking at the candy
section without a care in the world. His innocence, his purity, wouldn’t
last forever, and if Max was not careful, it might not last through
Halloween.
When they got home, Max kept both of the costumes in the bag,
stored away in the closet. “You’ll ruin the fun if you wear them now,”
he told Daniel. “Let’s keep them here until Halloween.”
“Okay!” Daniel said. “Where’s Johnny Boy?” He looked around for
the cat.
Max shrugged. “I’m not sure. Why don’t you go find him and bring
him over to my desk when you do?”
“Okay!” was all Daniel said before he ran off in search of the cat.
Max let out a sigh and went up to his bedroom. He sat down and
buried his face in his palms. There he sat for several moments, his
mind spinning, his heart racing. His biggest concern was Daniel. This
was not something he was ever taught about parenting. He had never
even thought about this sort of situation. What even was this situation?
He peeked over at the picture he had of his wife on his desk. He
reached over and pulled it closer to him. She was there, smiling at him.
Margot Montgomery. She would know what to do. She always knew
what to do. She was poised, kind, and she had the understanding of
everything that Max lacked.
But Max had been alone, lost without her, for six years. Daniel was
all Max had left. He was incredibly lucky to even have him. When
Margot was hit by a drunk driver, she was eight months pregnant. The
medics were able to save the baby, but not her.
Nobody had prepared Max for the challenge of being a single father.
He was able to figure most of it out.
He tried to gain the
understanding Margot had, but this was something new. Halloween
was quickly approaching, and he could have used Margot’s help now a
lot more than before.
“I found him!”
Max jumped and looked over to see Daniel standing in the threshold
of his room holding John. He smiled.
Daniel brought the cat over to Max and plopped him down on
Max’s lap.
***
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THE DAYS BEGAN to pass by quickly, and Max still wasn’t sure what to
do about the yellow dress. Every afternoon, Daniel mentioned how
excited he was for the party on Friday.
Two days. Max had two more days to figure out what to do or say
to Daniel. On Wednesday, during that last hour of the workday, Max
went to Phil for help. Phil was more than just Max’s boss. He had
taken a chance on hiring Max and became a good friend, never judging
Max despite his appearance. Max gingerly tapped his knuckles against
Phil’s door and pushed it open.
Phil looked up from his computer. “You look worried as hell.”
“Can I sit down?” Max asked.
Phil blinked a few times before answering. “Sure.”
Max took the seat on the other side of Phil’s desk. “I’m worried
about Daniel. You’ve gotten to know him, right?”
“Yeah. Of course. What’s wrong?”
“Daniel is… acting odd, and I don’t know what to do about it. I’ve
tried to talk him out of it, but he insists.”
“On what?”
Max let out a heavy breath. “He wants to be Belle for Halloween.
He insists on wearing a little girl’s dress. Is that even allowed?”
“Oh.” Phil sat back in his chair. “Oh, that is a problem. It’s your
job as a parent to make sure the kids at school have no reason to poke
fun. If he were my son, I would tighten the reins. Tell him, no.”
“You think so?”
“Definitely. Like I said, it’s your job to make sure that Daniel grows
up a normal, healthy boy.”
“Yeah but… I want him to be happy. I put my whole life on hold
when he was born. I was on my way to getting my own degree in
journalism, but I knew he’d need me.” Max took a deep breath. “I just
wish that dresses didn’t make him happy.”
“They don’t really,” Phil continued. “It’s just a phase. It’ll soon pass.
Don’t overthink it.” He let the silence settle before looking up at the
clock. “Go home early today.”
Max looked up at the clock too. He could use the extra time to
himself. Max nodded and pulled himself to his feet.
“Hey,” Phil caught Max at the door, “I appreciate you coming to talk
to me.”
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Max made an effort to smile in thanks to his boss, but it was halfhearted. He left work to feed the cat before picking up Daniel. His
son was in his usual chipper mood. Max greeted Daniel with the same
hug, and he looked around at the other parents who shot him
judgmental looks. He didn’t want them to scorn Daniel. He could
handle their looks himself, but it was the last thing he wanted for his
son.
Thursday was no better. Max spent that day panicking about Friday
and Saturday. On Thursday night, he took the bag of costumes out of
the closet. He opened it and stared at the yellow dress. He stared it
down for a long time. The thought had crossed his mind to throw it in
the garbage and pretend that it never existed. The only thing that
stopped him was the thought of Margot saying there was a better
solution. A solution Max had yet to find. Gritting his teeth, he
crumpled the bag up and shoved it back in the closet.
Friday morning rolled around, and Max stood in the threshold of
Daniel’s room, watching the steady rise and fall of the pile of sheets.
His breathing was so calm. He wasn’t worried about what would
happen that day. Max held his breath as he woke his son.
Daniel blinked his eyes open, then, realizing that it was the day
before Halloween, he shot out of bed and hopped up and down. This
sight would normally bring Max joy, but it sparked something else in
him that day, something sadder.
“I get to dress up today!” Daniel exclaimed.
“You bet.” Max did his best to keep his outward appearance as
normal as possible for Daniel. “Let’s get breakfast and brush your teeth
first, okay?”
“Okay!” Daniel ran downstairs, and Max followed behind. He
poured his son a bowl of Cheerios, which Daniel quickly scarfed down,
then ran upstairs to get dressed. Max had barely taken the first sip of
his coffee when he heard Daniel call for him. He was truly out of time
now. He took another sip of his coffee as Daniel called for him again.
With a heavy sigh, Max made his way up to Daniel’s room. “Where’s
my costume?” Daniel asked.
“I’ll get it.” Max paused as he held his hands on the bag. John came
into the room and brushed up against Max’s leg. Max looked down at
the cat. Like Daniel, the cat had no care in the world. It was only Max
who was stuck with worry. He shook out of it and brought the bag
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over to Daniel. “Here we go.” He fished in the bag and pulled out the
shark costume.
Daniel didn’t take it. “Can I wear the yellow one?”
Max glared over at the bag that held the yellow dress. Remembering
what Phil had said, Max spoke sternly. “No. It’s for girls. Wear the
shark today.”
Daniel began to pout. “But… I like yellow. It’s my favorite.”
“Daniel,” Max began, trying to stay strong, “please, just wear the
shark costume.”
“It’s not yellow.” Daniel’s lip began to tremble. “I… I wanna wear
yellow, Daddy!”
Max shouldn’t have bought the Belle costume in the first place.
Buying it was like saying that it was okay. It wasn't okay. If he had just
said no, nobody would be in this position. Max was absolutely torn.
He wanted Daniel to choose his own costume, but he felt too
protective of him.
Daniel’s legs gave in, and he slumped down, crying. “I wanna wear
the yellow,” he kept repeating.
The sight of seeing his son so upset took a big toll on Max. He
wasn’t telling Daniel that he couldn’t have sugar before bed, he was
denying him something he simply wanted to wear. Max could sense
there was a difference.
“It’s a girl’s costume,” Max said quietly, trying to calm Daniel down.
“I don’t care!” Daniel wailed through his sobs.
At those words, something unclenched deep inside Max. Daniel
didn’t care. Max knew it, but it wasn’t until Daniel said it aloud that
Max paid attention.
“I…” Max couldn’t even think of what to say. He was so torn, so
confused, shocked, and sad. He had no idea what else to do other than
hand over the dress.
At the sight of the Belle costume, the tears on Daniel’s face
disappeared, and he snatched it out of his father’s hands. He threw it
on as Max stood, staring at the floor. Max was silent on the ride to
school. Daniel was talking non stop about how exciting school was
going to be, how happy he was to wear a yellow dress with yellow shoes.
Max didn’t hear a word. He was imagining all the whispers echoing at
the school. He had given up trying to act like nothing was happening.
His expression was blank, apathetic, and he didn’t blink once. He
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watched Daniel run out of the car and disappear into the school
building. It wasn’t until he sat down at his desk at work that he burst
into tears.
Phil, who was on the phone, heard the sobs, and he came running
out. “Max? What on earth is going on?”
“It’s Daniel…” Max breathed. “Please tell me I’m overthinking it.”
“Overthinking what? Come on, what’s a big guy like you got to be
upset about?” He nudged Max’s shoulder.
“Oh, God, I’m the worst father in the world.”
“What the hell happened? I hung up on my editor to see what’s up
with my friend.” Phil crossed his arms.
“I… It’s… the day before Halloween, and Daniel’s having this party
at school. His teacher said they can wear their costumes to school
today, and I-”
“Oh, no… You didn’t.”
“I did! I let him go to school in that damn yellow dress! It even has
shoes to match!”
“Did he wear those too?”
“Of course!”
Phil bit the inside of his cheek. “Dammit, man. This is the one
thing I told you not to do. Now look, you’re a mess, and the other kids
at school are probably poking fun at Daniel.”
“Why did I let him go?” Max covered his face with his hands.
“I mean, you don’t always make the best decisions,” Phil said frankly.
Max looked up at him. “You had Daniel when you were, like, twenty,
and you’ve got a whole sleeve of tattoos too. You’re lucky I took pity on
you and decided to help.”
Max was too shocked to say anything.
“Look, get through today, and make sure that Daniel wears
something else when he goes trick-or-treating. There’s still time to turn
it around.” He gave Max a pat on the back and went back into his
office.
Max caught his breath, too angry to cry now. Phil had belittled not
only him, but Daniel too. Pursing his lips, he looked up at the clock.
Tick, tick, tick.
Max sat there, not stirring, for the entire day. He didn’t get up for
lunch or coffee, and he didn’t get out his football to pass the time. He
just sat, fuming. The worst part was that Phil was right. Max was
Commonthought 2021 | 41

lucky to have been hired to work for a great journalist like Phil. With
no degree, as a single father, he was very lucky. It wasn’t exactly a job he
could quit.
Tick, tick, tick.
When two o’clock came, Max stormed out of the office without
telling Phil. He drove home on two wheels, fed the cat, and zoomed
off to the school to pick up Daniel. He was the first parent there. He
wasn’t sure what his plan was going to be, but he wasn’t going to let any
of the other parents look down upon him or his kid.
When the bell rang and the kids came running, Max searched
frantically for a little boy in a yellow dress, but Daniel was nowhere to
be seen. Max began to worry, and when he saw Jane Miller-Rose
without her usual warm smile, he began to panic. Max was too afraid
to ask about his son.
“He’s in the bathroom,” she finally said. “He’s been in there for the
majority of the afternoon.” Jane shook her head and took Max’s hand,
pulling him inside the school. “I couldn’t get him out.”
“What happened, why is he in there?” Max’s heart was in his throat.
“The other kids began poking fun at him after lunch,” Jane
explained. They came to the boys’ bathroom. “I think he needs his
dad.”
Max hesitated. “I… I don’t know what to say. I’ve been so… angry
and confused at this whole thing. I don’t know what it means.”
Jane nodded. “I get it. But, it doesn’t have to mean anything.”
Max let out a breath. Those were the words he lived by about his
sleeve.
“You don’t have to understand it, but he’s in pain, Max. He’s your
kid, and I know you love him no matter what.”
“What do I say?”
“I’d start by giving him a hug.”
Max nodded and went into the bathroom. Daniel was curled up in
a ball on the floor, his yellow dress ripped up. Max fell to his knees.
Without a word, he gathered up his son and held him. Daniel cried
into his shoulder, and Max rubbed his back. Nobody said a word. The
embrace was the only thing that mattered in that moment. Holding
each other, they were able to feel some comfort.
“What happened to your dress?” Max asked softly. He pulled away
and wiped the tears from Daniel’s cheeks with his thumb.
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“I hate it!” Daniel said.
“But it’s yellow. Yellow’s your favorite.”
“Not anymore!” Daniel grabbed the dress in his hands and began
tearing it up again. He had to yank with all his might, but the layers of
tulle eventually gave in.
“Hey, hey.” Max held Daniel’s hands so he’d stop destroying his
costume. “Why don’t we head home. John will be there, you get into
your pajamas, and we can order some dinner. Sleep on it. Maybe
you’ll change your mind tomorrow.”
Daniel sniffed. “No! I wanna be a sharky!”
Max nodded. “Okay, then a shark you’ll be. But I think we should
go home now. Just you and me. And the cat.”
Daniel nodded, and Max picked him up. Jane was still waiting
outside the bathroom.
“Hey, Daniel,” she said. “Don’t let them get to you. You’re a tough
little guy.”
Max’s lips parted. He remembered telling Daniel that on the way to
the costume shop, only Jane was saying it with a whole new meaning
now.
Daniel looked at her and clung tighter onto his father.
“Thank you,” Max said.
Jane smiled as Max carried Daniel to the car. They drove in silence.
When they got home, Daniel flung the dress off and ran up to his
room. Max sighed, standing by the doorway. John came running over,
and Max picked him up. He nuzzled his face into John’s fur and shed a
last few tears.
When he let John go, he walked up to his room and looked at the
picture of Margot. He knew what he had to do to make things right.
He looked up the number of the costume shop and let it ring.
“Thank you for calling Hallow’s Eve Costumes.”
Max had to let go of his worries and fears. “Hi, I was wondering if
you had any more Belle costumes in stock?”
“Not this late into the season.”
Max let out a sharp breath. “You don’t understand, I need that
costume! It’s for my boy, he-” Max cut himself off, realizing how he
must sound. With a deep breath, he pushed through it. “It’s for my
boy. He’s had trouble at school, and I need to get him this costume. It
would mean the world to him, please,” he said desperately.
Commonthought 2021 | 43

“I’m sorry to hear about your son, sir, but we don’t have a single
Belle dress in the store.”
“Well, would I be able to order online?”
“I can check to see if we have any in stock that could be shipped
out.”
“Thank you.” Max stayed on the line, waiting, holding his breath.
“You’re in luck, sir! We’ve got a few costumes left in stock.”
“Oh, that’s fantastic!” Grinning, Max let out a huge sigh of relief.
He told the person on the phone Daniel’s size and asked for overnight
shipping.
“You want it tomorrow before Halloween?”
“Yes. Please.”
“That’s going to cost you an extra forty-five dollars.”
“Look, I don’t care how much it costs,” Max spoke with
determination. “I need that dress by tomorrow.”
“Okay. Your son is really lucky to have a dad like you.”
The comment from this complete stranger made Max’s throat clench
and his eyes well with tears. “I… I try.” Max sniffed. “Um… there is
one more thing I was hoping you could help me with…”
***
THE PACKAGE ARRIVED on Saturday morning. Daniel was still asleep.
Max wanted to keep it a surprise. He hid the package and began doing
his chores while he waited for Daniel to wake up. The hours passed,
and the boy finally came downstairs. He was still glum, his eyes red.
“Good morning, Daniel.”
Daniel only sniffed.
Max poured Daniel some Cheerios as usual, and he sat next to him,
sipping his coffee. John hopped up onto one of the chairs and crept
over to Daniel. Max smiled as he watched Daniel pet the cat slowly.
It was a slow morning. Daniel stayed in his pajamas, and he and
Max watched Halloween movies all day. After a while, Daniel’s mood
slowly began to improve. He said he was up to trick-or-treating, but he
wanted to go as a shark.
“Okay,” Max said. “Go get your costume on.”
Daniel nodded and went up to his room. After Max heard the door
close, he rushed up to get the package. The new Belle dress was bright,
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yellow, and fun. Max took it out and smiled at it- a gesture he never
thought he’d do. He fished out the other costume that came in the box
too. His costume. It was blue and soft, and it fit just right. He looked
at himself in the mirror and chuckled at how ridiculous he looked. He
grabbed the yellow dress and matching shoes, and went to knock on
Daniel’s door.
“Come in!” Daniel said.
The door opened, and Daniel, dressed as a shark, saw his father in
full costume too. Max was wearing an old-fashioned suit- navy pants
and a long blue coat over a white shirt.
“You’re wearing that?” Max said with a smile. He tossed the new
dress over to Daniel. Daniel’s face began to glow again, and the joyous
feeling within Max returned. “Wouldn’t you rather be the beauty to my
beast?”
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Memento Mori II
Izzy Sobral
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Patrick Bateman Takes Out the Trash
Sadie Parrotta
I’m sure that, in the moment,
you felt like you’d stumbled on a gold mine
You and your wife and your five kids
Safe from the banging drum sounds of the city night
Dry, mostly, when you and your family were used to feeling
drowned by the onpour
Breakfast, lunch, and dinner
swirled in an aromatic acrobatic dance on the walls and the floor
You were sure that you and your wife and your five kids would eat
fat
Didn’t the drop hurt, though?
Wasn’t your family startled by your squeaks?
I would be
It was you who dropped first, right? But then also:
who lingered last, gasping one last gulp of fresh air?
I called the DPW, Waste Management
The lady on the phone told me she’d never heard of a family of rats
getting stuck in a trash can
I’ll get a replacement can on Saturday after this one gets
Emptied
My upstairs neighbor bought poison pellets that he hid in a box on
the concrete ledge
But you and your wife and your five kids are stuck in my trashcan
So
obviously
you didn’t eat them
And I’m glad
not because I want you and your family to live
But because even the thought of finding your twisted fat wet bodies
Surrounded by the rose heads that also drop in my driveway
Gives me a sense in my chest not so dissimilar to the shake and
screech that a violin player feels when they play with enough
violence that the string snaps back in their face
I don’t want you and your family to die
because I hate you
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I want you and your family to die because
I hate the way that my skin inverted when
I opened the lid
and saw you all squirming around
on top of each other
at the bottom of the barrel
And I have enough going on as is
When you and your family scared me like that, I dropped the trash
right on your beings
By accident, of course,
and I felt bad about it
And now I feel worse
because I know I gave you and your family what you were looking
for
Food
So
you and your family have more reason to keep fighting until
Friday
I’m not sure whether or not
I want you and your wife and your five kids
To even remember life before the darkness,
before the strangling stink
Because isn’t that more sad?
To long,
and then die,
as opposed to just die?
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Because It Is Broken
Harrison Genest

I

by the time the potter Cym had her
workspace set up, the plate she was in the process of mending on
the counter forgotten, her brushes laid out on a small cloth on the
floor. Spy knelt on the other side of the bedspread the two had moved
into the middle of the room, fidgeting with their hefty woolen tunic.
“So, do I…?” They started, looking from the brushes to Cym and
back. Cym met their dark eyes for a second, feeling a similar sort of
trepidation to the one she saw in their eyes. She broke the eye contact,
reaching below the counter to pull out a handcrafted jar. She
remembered making it, absently glancing over the fractal lines woven
throughout the piece. Golden jags where once it was broken – now
whole. Spy looked down at the jar, too, and swallowed.
“Unless you want me to glue your shirt on.”
Spy pinched their lips together. If they were blushing, Cym would
have no way of knowing – their pale marble skin had no other color to
it – but the traveler looked away, embarrassed.
“Don’t look.”
I do kind of have to, Cym wanted to say, but she held her tongue
and turned back to the jar of lacquer. She ignored the shuffle of clothes
as she carefully popped it open, waving the fumes away. She did hope
she had enough, it was a little while since she’d made a new batch. She
swirled the lacquer around a bit, admiring how the metallic liquid
caught the lantern light.
“…Okay.” Spy said, and Cym turned to face them, and held a hand
up to her mouth.
The traveler was lying on their stomach. Their tunic was folded,
clutched under their head like a pillow. Their back was just as pale as
the rest of them, and would be unblemished, were it not for the
spiderweb of cracks running from their right shoulder all the way down
to their lower back. Just below their shoulder blade was a large hole, a
pointed gash in their back. Like someone had taken a chisel to a statue
with no care, only looking to break the thing. Maybe that was what
happened. Parts of Spy’s back were farther apart than they should be,
T WAS CERTIFIABLY DARK
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and as they shifted nervously Cym watched as the cracks shifted too, as
if more would start falling away at any moment.
“How does it look?”
“I’ve seen worse,” lied Cym.
“Can you…?”
“Well,” Cym rubbed her right eye. She wasn’t a sculptor, could she
properly repair the human figure? She could mend broken bowls and
plates, but a person... “You’re a lot bigger than a vase,” she said tactfully.
“Thanks.”
“It’s going to take a while. And you’re going to need to stay very still.
And,” She held up a finger, “I want you to tell me about yourself while
you’re waiting.”
Spy nodded. Cym watched, fascinated as the motion caused a crack
by their neck to split wider.
“Thank you, Cym.”
“Seriously though, stop moving.” Cym moved the jar of resin closer
to Spy, adjusted her brushes. Absently, she brushed her fingers across a
particularly complex web of cracks, near Spy’s shoulder blade. Spy
jumped up with a yelp, and Cym pulled her hand back quick as the
motion caused more parts of the traveler’s back to shift out of place and
grind together.
“Sorry!”
“Warn me?” Spy said, hiding their face in their tunic.
“I thought you knew what this would involve –”
“Cymbeline – it’s been half a century since I’ve been... so much as
touched by anyone. Please.”
Cym mentally kicked herself. “I’m sorry. I need to get a feeling for
how the pieces fit together, and I’ll need to touch your back. Is that
okay?”
“Yes.” Even from behind Cym could see Spy set their jaw in a
grimace, steeling themselves. Slower this time, Cym touched their back.
Like she thought, they felt more like smooth stone than flesh, with the
smoothness giving way to jagged roughness every time her fingers
brushed over a crack. Experimentally, she tried pushing two segments
of back together, watching Spy carefully.
“Does that hurt?” She asked. Spy shook their head, and Cym hissed
slightly when the motion caused their upper shoulder to split and
rearrange more.
50 | Commonthought 2021

“Not really. Just feels… strange.”
“I’ll bet.” Two of the pieces didn’t quite fit together. She wondered if
parts of Spy had fallen out at some point.
“I’ve never had to do anything like this before.” Spy said as Cym
continued down their back.
“Wow, really? Neither have I.”
“Please. I’ve seen your work. The people below say that you’re a
master artisan.”
Cym didn’t want to respond to that. “Tell me how you became a
statue.”
“Became is the wrong word. I… woke up.”
“Were you ever not one?” Cym asked. Spy didn’t respond. Cym
picked up one of her larger brushes off the cloth, flicking it a bit to
make sure there wasn’t any dust or extra flecks of gold on it.
“I don’t know. I just… am. I’ve never been anything else,” Spy eyes
flicked over to Cym, keeping their head steady, “Were you ever not a
human?”
Cym didn’t know how to respond to that, so she just dipped her
brush in the lacquer. “I’m going to start painting now, okay?”
“Right.”
Cym started to layer the glue in between the cracks on Spy’s lower
back, and carefully pushed the shards of Spy’s back together so they
would stick. The golden lacquer reflected the lantern light, and she
frowned as she held them together. Whoever – whatever – had created
Spy had done so with such a care to detail and to beauty that she felt
obligated to be as precise as possible.
“I’ve been meaning to ask, what led you to this craft?” Spy asked,
after a while of sitting in silence as Cym worked.
“I broke a lot of things when I was an apprentice.” Cym said with
honesty that surprised even her.
“You didn’t just throw out the pieces?”
“When I broke something, out of frustration or anger, I would use it
to put it back together. You could barely see the breaks, but you could
always tell that something was off.” Cym dipped the brush back in the
lacquer, stirring it and seeing how it folded around the tiny golden
dusting she’d mixed in.
“So instead, you make it even more obvious that it’s broken?”
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“Exactly. You see every part of its history. Make it beautiful because
it is broken, not despite it,” Cym paused, then shook her head, “It’s just
a silly hobby. Stops me from wasting clay.”
“Well, the people in the towns below spoke of you with respect.
Everyone knows someone whose family plates, or favorite vase,
whatever, was fixed by you.”
“I just asked if anyone had anything I could practice with. Some
people have a habit of exaggerating, I suppose.” She always told herself
she didn’t work for appreciation, but hearing that did make her smile a
little.
“I suppose.”
They were quiet, for a bit, while Cym worked. She moved farther up
Spy’s back.
“Will you be able to put me back together?”
“Only if you’re patient.”
Cym caught a glance at Spy’s face, and the traveler had that same
pained look. This time, she decided to ask. “What is it?”
“What?”
“What’s wrong.”
“Nothing.” Spy said in a way that made it clear they were lying.
“Do you not trust my work?”
“I. Please don’t be offended but… I’ve been alive, or awake, however,
for a hundred years. In that time, I’ve…” Spy spoke haltingly, and Cym
stopped her work to listen, “I’ve never, ever, broken. I’ve always been
careful. And, this time I wasn’t.”
“What happened?” Cym asked, before she thought on it, “If, you
don’t mind me asking.”
“Nothing so grand,” Spy shook their head, “I mentioned that I’m a
healer. Well, I convinced some adventuring types from the towns to
accompany me up the mountain. In the caves here, a rare breed of
mushroom grows that, when made into a broth with songweed and
mint can cure ironrot. I needed it… there was a child, who… and…”
Spy trailed off, looking out the window at the dark night sky.
“I’m sorry.” Cym said, quietly.
“A drake lived in the caves. Bigger than a horse, with scales like steel
and teeth like daggers. The adventurers fell. I couldn’t save them. It
tried to eat me, too, but…” Spy fell silent, and Cym’s eyes fell to the
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puncture hole in Spy’s back. The two were quiet, as Spy continued to
stare away and Cym felt the silence press in.
“I had heard of your workshop from the people below, and I
thought that if anyone could… put me back together, as it were, it
would be you. But it won’t be the same, will I?”
“No.” Cym put the brush in the cup of water she had prepared and
closed the jar of lacquer.
“Yeah. I thought as much.”
Cymbeline pushed the jar out of the way and laid on the ground
besides Spy.
“Nothing is perfect –”
Spy rolled their eyes and turned to the other side. “Save me your
philosophy, Cymbeline.”
“Hey. Look at me, please. You still shouldn’t move.”
Spy turned back; their face was stained with anguish. “You wouldn’t
understand.”
“I understand that if you move any more, you’re going to mess up
my work, and be lying there for even longer than you have to,” Spy
blinked, and Cym took a deep breath, “Listen to me. I told you I would
help, and I will. So please just be patient. I’m very close to being done
with the first layer, and then we’ll let it dry, and then you should be safe
to move a bit.”
Cym held Spy’s gaze for one, two, three. The traveler took a shaky
breath, and Cym let out one of her own as they simply looked away
and muttered a faint agreement.
“I’m going to continue now, okay?”
“Mhm.”
Cym, the potter, returned to her work, dipping the brush back in
the golden adhesive and brushing it on. Faster, but with the same
amount of care, she began putting Spy’s shoulder back together.
The moon shone high above the mountain by the time Cym finished
her work. The rejoining would need several more layers to ensure it
stayed together – normally, her work didn’t move in the same way a
person did, but the golden lacquer seemed almost to merge into Spy’s
skin, golden lines across their back in fractal patterns that told a story of
perseverance, in their own way. Cym ran her fingers down it again,
tracing the edges of the golden lines.
“How does it look?” Spy asked quietly.
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“Beautiful.”
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The Circle of Life
Hanna Hawkins
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I was told you were evil.
not in the blood and teeth sort of way,
not so much into the scheming or plotting,
not even the stone-cold killer way.
In the raw, dark and final way,
the evil that an author knows will seep into a reader's skin,
and shut out every idea of redemption.
The kind that people look at and sneer, as though showing their
teeth,
will mask their fear.
But I think evil is a nasty word.
I don’t think it’s fair to call you that,
because you aren’t doing it on purpose.
You don’t do anything on purpose,
you can’t even think, much less do.
But here you are,
trapping me in my own head,
blurring the lines of reality.
Or maybe,
I keep you here,
because you see more than I do.

the monsters of men
Izzy Sobral
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Opposites Attract
Catherine Callanan
He stared at us as we packed our clothes.
“Where are you guys heading off to?” he asked but she ignored
him.
He mumbled under his breath, “Guess I can’t ask questions now.”
He walked away but left the tension behind.
She shoved her clothes in the case and walked out of the room,
without me.
“I’ll wait for you outside.”
Before she managed to escape, he ambushed her from his cave.
The nauseating smell of alcohol wafts from within the dark and
cramped space.
“You know, I don’t get why you’re so upset with me. I’m the one
who should be upset.”
She looked away from him and continued to walk outside but he
followed.
“Oh, so I’m the asshole? Am I supposed to let you take all my
money?”
She crossed her arms and stood still, looking at the house across the
street.
He retreated into his cave away from the prying eyes of the
neighbors,
who observe from the safety of their glossed over windowpanes,
believing they understand looking out but do not know what
happens from within.
I finish and shut the suitcase, leaving my room,
then tiptoe in my socks past his cave, toward the door.
From within, a bang and crash erupt, quaking the house.
I find her by the empty driveway staring off into the distance,
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cigarette in hand, inhaling and exhaling smoke,
as if it’s therapeutic for her.
I stand by her side, and glance back at the house.
I say a silent farewell to the central air system, backyard, and our
frightened cats.
A couple minutes pass by when aunty finally pulls up.
She starts driving after we’re all buckled in. “So what’d he do this
time?”
Mom lights another cigarette and goes on about their latest
argument,
While I find myself staring behind the back window.
I can clearly picture it.
The first day we moved in.
We were happy then.
The sky used to be a clear blue but now it’s painted grey by the
clouds.
The grass used to be freshly cut but now it’s a long-tangled mess.
The trees used to sway and hum with the wind but now they lie
stagnant.
I look away, shutting my eyes.
We’re going with aunty, but we’ll be back.
We always come back.
He’ll call her with a pathetic voice and apologize.
She’ll say it’s because he’s lonely but will accept, nonetheless.
They’ll play house and will pretend that everything is normal, using
me as proof.
Why do they fight all the time? Well, it’s obvious isn’t it?
Because she smokes cigarettes, while he smokes cigars.
Because she’s a liberal, while he’s a republican.
Because she grew up in the projects, while he grew up
in the suburbs.
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Because she’s a drug dealer, while he’s an electrician.
Because she has ADHD, while he has anger issues.
Because she takes her meds, while he doesn’t.
They’re polar opposites.
Whenever they clash, they explode.
Because love no longer bonds them together.
They regret getting married.
They regret sharing money.
They regret living together.
They want a divorce.
But I’m the chain that links them hand in hand.
And someday, I’ll smash it to set them free.
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The Sky Was Blue
Julianna Risica

“N

EXT TIME YOU GO OUTSIDE,

look at the sky,” my father
said on that clear day in early May as if the sky wasn’t
the largest thing in our lives. As if I did not already,
intentionally, or otherwise, look at the sky looming over me every day.
As if for me the sky wasn’t a large constant overwhelming reminder of
my place in this universe: small and insignificant.
“It’s blue,” he said as if I didn’t already know that. As if that isn’t
something every child is told: one plus one equals two and the color of
the sky is blue even though sometimes it’s gray and sometimes its black
and sometimes it’s every hue between orange and purple.
“No, it’s clear. It’s the bluest blue I have ever seen,” he said. I ponder
what the bluest blue I’ve ever seen was. Maybe the color of the iMessage
I received sitting on my childhood bed, from my boyfriend and first
love that broke my heart. After two years, that blue text message
marked the end, the forever goodbye. Or possibly the bright blue scrubs
of the nurses that asked if I was safe from myself as I was stuck in a
white room in the emergency department wearing the same grey
sweatshirt I had been in for a week. My most memorable blues haunt
me, and yet here was my father ecstatic over this new blue that fills our
skies. Perhaps this blue is a positive blue. Maybe even a hopeful blue.
“The last time it was like this was right after 9/11 and all the planes
stopped flying,” he said, “but even that doesn’t compare to this.” 2,977
people died on September 11. It was a tragedy. The nation mourned.
The sky was a clear blue. As of the clear day in early May when my
father told me about the sky, 75,991 people had died of coronavirus.
They told us to stay home. Cover our noses and mouths. Some of us
did. Some of us protested. The sky was the bluest blue my father had
ever seen. Now, 755,273 people have died of coronavirus and the sky is
back to being just average polluted blue.
I was the president of the environmental club at my university, and
yet it wasn’t until I moved back home during the coronavirus pandemic
in March of 2020 that I lived my most ecofriendly life to date. At
home, we ate vegetables that we picked up weekly directly from a local
farm. Composting the scraps and leaving no leftovers behind, our food
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routine was as close to zero waste as it has ever been. Even if others did
not go out of their way to be more ecofriendly during lockdowns, their
lives likely were more ecofriendly without trying. Staying at home
dramatically decreases our environmental impact. Not driving to work?
Traveling less? No transportation pollution. Pollution that we once
contributed each and every day for our own personal gain of
convenient travel. Pollution that clogged up the skies with smog.
Pollution that has become our normal.
But while we were all home binge watching Tiger King on the
couch, the unthinkable happened. For the first time, since the
industrial revolution global carbon dioxide emissions dropped by 2.4
billion metric tons, the biggest annual drop ever recorded. The smog
over Los Angeles lifted and the skies were clear. Wild foxes returned to
the city streets of London that used to be filled with late night pub
hoppers. Dolphins were found swimming in the Hudson River. My
mother caught bobcats on our backyard wildlife trail camera for the
first time since placing the camera years ago. “The Earth is healing”
coworkers said during the natural lulls of zoom meetings. “The Earth is
healing” friends of friends retweeted on twitter, Influencers posted to
Instagram stories, Moms shared on Facebook. Everyone told everyone,
“The Earth is healing.”
But this, no matter how badly we wanted to believe something good
was coming from our painful solitude, was not true. While the skies
were the bluest blue my father had ever seen and the earth looked like it
was healing, the truth is it wasn’t. The Earth was just rebounding from
the daily trauma that humans place on it. It is as if the Earth was a
person, and that person was pushed every day and fell consistently into
the cement scraping the top layer of skin on their knee. When
suddenly, the person was not pushed for a period of time, the wounded
knee was able to scab over. The person’s knee began to recover closer to
what the leg looked like prior to being injured every day. This pandemic
gave the Earth time to rebound but not fully heal from the generational
trauma inflicted upon it.
The years and ages of abuse humans have inflicted upon the Earth
since the industrial revolution imposed greater trauma than just a
simple scraped knee. It is as if the person had been pushed for so many
days in a row with their wound not attended to, that they developed an
infection. A deadly infection. The pause of the pandemic did not give
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the earth time to take a course of antibiotics and fully heal. The scab,
which tore off as soon as the person was pushed again, meant nothing
when the infection went untreated. Just as, the rebounding from the
pandemic meant nothing as soon as the people of Earth went back to
their normal activities.
The truth is rebounding did nothing except prove that humans were
the true reason why Climate Change is happening to begin with. It also
proved that gigantic lifestyle changes of the masses like everyone staying
at home during lockdown, did relatively nothing to impact Climate
Change despite the sky being so blue. The Earth is still on its path to
destruction, no matter if we skipped that flight to a tropical vacation or
carpooled with a friend or used a metal straw. Our individual actions
make little difference even when our individual actions add up. We are
just as the sky makes me feel: small and insignificant.
The true human culprit is the corporations and governments who
allow corporations to emit more pollutants daily than we as individuals
will emit in our lifetimes. The top 15 U.S. food and beverage
companies emit 630 million metric tons of greenhouse gasses annually.
This surpasses the total amount of emissions annually released by the
entire country of Australia. Corporations are responsible for even more
emissions than they report as raw materials for their products are
harvested, extracted, and refined all releasing what is called “upstream
emissions” not reported in their annual summaries. More emissions,
called “downstream emissions”, come from the use of their product and
the eventual disposal of the product. Corporations love to blame
“downstream emissions” on the individual and even market products to
individuals to help relieve their environmental guilt brought upon by
corporate marketing. The metal straw, reusable utensil sets, and tote
bags are just examples of items I have been guilty of buying thinking
my environmental life change will contribute to lessening the impacts
of Climate Change. The reality is however, with every new product
created by companies the more emissions they continue to produce.
How are we as individuals meant to push back upon this
overwhelming system that is impacting our lives and futures? Protest
with Greta Thunberg? Call our representatives in Congress and the
Senate? Are our actions useless? Am I supposed to accept that I will
never see the sky that blue again?
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Adolescent Uncertainty
Erika Felch
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you sat me down today
and you told me what you had seen.
no one had told me what it had been like
i had never asked what they had seen.
i hadn’t wanted to think about
what other people may have seen.
you sat me down today
and you walked me through
you told me how scared you had felt
how helpless and confused,
how badly you wanted to help,
and how little you felt you could do.
you sat me down today
i hadn’t realized how much i’d missed
i hadn’t realized how much you had noticed.
you told me what you’d seen
i thought about what i had erased
i thought about what i had felt,
for the first time
you sat me down today
and told me what I meant.
i’ve never been one to lose my words.
i hadn’t realized how much
i had missed hearing those words
from someone who had seen.

thank you
Izzy Sobral
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Áfram
Jessica Alvarez

S

concrete neighborhoods and
abandoned parks to conquer the slabs of ice that effortlessly tuck
the sidewalk into its seasonal hibernation. She remembers these
roads as her playground— the ball games and wiry cats. She remembers
these lampposts as life rafts to cling to— when the wind would force
her parallel to the ground and her books would slip from her backpack.
Her sisters would laugh.
Other girls were made to be stronger— more resilient. They pushed
through the current, locking in each other’s arms, so as to echo “Áfram”
(onward), the words of their feminist mothers. “Freedom is within
reach.” But not for Anna.
In Iceland, there are no trees, and so the wind tunnels through the
streets like a hollowed valley— vulnerable and effervescent. And in his
absence, she is left without protection— a deserted lushness reconciling
her as the barren extension. After a decade of New England in the fall,
in her longing for Iceland— who she only left on her husband’s wishes
and that of starting their family— she knows what it means to be lush.
She knows what it means to constantly yearn for the sensation of
change.
She lets her hand graze the lamppost and continues áfram.
“Was it my fault?”
Dodging through patches of light, Anna stands before a man and
bounces back in fear. Veiled in shadows, he looks familiar. She turns her
head in an attempt to catch his face, but her curiosity is a second too
late. The man graces past her shoulder.
“Shane,” she calls, but there is no response. The wind rushes like
little taps of a kitten’s claws on hardwood— the catching of plastic bags
and moving icicles in the wind. “Shane.”
She calls herself “foolish” and tucks in the corner of her scarf that
freed itself on the last street corner. Under winter’s hold she whispers, “I
could’ve sworn it was him,” and retreats to the concrete walls she has
known as Mamma’s.
“Oh Mamma, aren’t you hot in here?” A tarnished Faroese woman,
her mother has honed a home in honor of the cold she has escaped.
HE PROCEEDS THROUGH
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Mamma laughs. Crafting a memorial to her late-husband’s spirit, she
then answers, “The lamp has flickered twice today. I knew you were
coming. I am glad you’re home.” And she embraces her daughter.
Anna removes her scarf, wool, and down, as she moves to the couch
— surrendering to the unbinding of her fears. Mamma follows.
“It’s my fault Mamma. Isn’t it? He died because of me.”
Mamma doesn’t speak— only holds her closer.
“Why did I abandon him? My family? They won’t speak to me.”
In a brisk Icelandic, Mamma releases her child from her chest. “Take
a breath my little bird.” And Anna does. “Take a breath.”
An island lady, Mamma has no time to be grounded in grief, and she
returns to her bath. “Remember my dear, the water cures everything.
Even heartbreak.”
Anna takes her reflection to the counter, as she rests her elbows and
forearms near the stovetop. “For me,” she exclaims in prayer-like
repetition, “his spirit came for me.”
What is a woman to wonder, who believes in stars and purpose, that
this man passing by was just a man? She could not. She could not when
Shane had been braver than that. When Papa was visiting to tell her.
The lamp flickers again and Anna finds her mother in the bathroom.
Scared to intrude, she nudges the door open slightly; her mother
welcomes her in.
When she was young, Mamma would invite her into this space very
much in the same way, like a ritual, and place her palm to Anna’s cheek.
“My beautiful little bird.”
She would tell stories in an ancient language of her father who was a
fisherman, and her mother who was a heartbroken housewife because of
it. Going on about nursing during the War and learning how to clean
fish at a school for housewives, Mamma, if Anna was lucky, instead,
would sing her a song in Faroese.
And Mamma would sob. The room would become without walls
and Anna would rise more closely to the stars than she had ever been to
the ground. Together they lived in wonder and dreams. Spirits would
move without resistance and Anna would feel the breeze from their
wispy strokes.
Stuck in a push and pull rotation, “Women,” Mamma would say,
“must move cyclically, with each other, in order to remember their
footsteps upon the moon.”
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Anna could never remember the moon, but she could’ve sworn that
she’d been there before. As a child, she had clung to her mother’s voice
for answers, and perhaps, a buried memory. She has always gone to the
water.
As an adult, Anna once again, turns to her Mamma for clarity— for
wisdom and the sanctity of the moon and ocean. “Was it my fault?”
Draped in white water, the island lady turns to her daughter in tears
after seeing the lamp flicker too. “Anna, he is here. You must go.”
Without hesitation, Anna pushes through the doorway and into the
blue mist of the night. Passing a local shop, she picks up a pack of
cigarettes and reassures herself that she put a lighter in her pocket.
Feeling as though the wind is pushing her áfram, Anna makes her way
to the water. The same streets, and their familiar names, once her
parent, are now her guard. In rhythm she repeats, like a soldier, the
mantra of his name. “Shane,” she sings like a siren, and sits herself on
the stone wall that touches the edge of the shore. Again, she tucks her
scarf closer to her chest. She spits away the frayed parts and surrenders
to the breeze. She lights a cigarette. She admires the moon.
“Do you remember that night we went to the lake Shane…,” she is
speaking in conversation, “…and you explained to me that we are just
the same? Humans and water?”
The vibrations of the tide remind her that, “In meditation, you saw
yourself as a creek and me as an ocean. You said, ‘we are at a lake, but
we will be rivers.’ And I remember us moving Shane, to this muse.”
She takes a drag as if undeserving of the ocean’s cleansing.
“I befriend the truth of stagnancy, now. ‘For still we shape the
rocks.’”
She takes another drag to pause— looks out to the ocean at ice caps
and snow.
“I’ve wanted to tell you that now I understand what you meant. I
came here to tell you.” She lights another cigarette and watches as
Shane reappears into the light to receive it in
his fingertips. She watches the crests of the ocean surrounding his
irises, reflect onto her own; and is tortured by their rise and fall.
He turns to her for only a moment, “Anna.” The wind is tame. “I
understand.”
She sighs in relief.
“It wasn’t the heartbreak that killed me. It was just my heart.”
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Tears fall down Anna’s cheek as she turns away. He grabs her face,
placing his palm around it just as her Mamma had always done. “You
have to get dirty now that you’ve been clean.”
“But I can’t face it.”
“You must return. To our children, you must go.”
And in the moment she blinked, Shane vanished. “This is my cycle.
He’s right.”
And to her Mamma who left soapsuds on the bath, Anna retreats
back to her childhood home, humming a Faroese melody. She turns the
lamp off, returning to her mantra, “He came for me.”
Mamma draws her a bath.
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Waterfall Landscape
Daniel Serrano
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The Cost of Rubies
Sarah Quinn

S

on her back, the ruby ring on her
finger, the passport in her pocket, and not much more. Rolled up
inside her suitcase are her 5 shirts, 4 trousers, 2 paperbacks, an
assortment of socks and undergarments, and a pouch stuffed with
toiletries. In her youth, she learned a proclivity for letting go of things.
A storm pummels the pavement by the time they emerge from the
airport. The curator she accompanies speaks with a taxi driver in a
language she does not know. The driver shuts their suitcases away and
ushers them into the back seat.
“It’s a pity about the rain,” the curator says.
She watches droplets race down her window as the taxi weaves
toward the city center. The upholstery reeks of tobacco and cinnamon
aerosol. “Nothing I’m not used to.”
“If it hasn’t let up by tomorrow, we could stop in that museum. The
one you circled in the brochure.”
She turns to him, the lenses of his horn-rimmed glasses fogging in
the warmth of the cab. He removes them to clear with a handkerchief.
She asks, “What about your meeting?”
“After the meeting.”
She returns to the window as the driver slows to a stoplight. A
woman holding the hands of two children waits out the weather under
the emerald awning of a corner cafe. It cascades from the canopy in
sheets. “Perhaps we should.”
It was how they had met, after all—in a cafe tucked beneath a
natural history museum. It was twenty minutes from where she’d grown
up, and at the time, the farthest she’d ever been from home. She’d taken
a job preparing pastries. He’d ambled in on a gust of December air. He
admired a blown glass carafe of creamer as if it were an exhibit. She was
the one to mop it up when he mistakenly tipped it over. He promised
he wasn’t always so clumsy. He promised he’d make it up to her.
The light changes and the taxi lurches forward. The curator asks,
“Anything else you would like to do while we’re here?”
“I’d like to call my sister.”
“That’s all?”
HE OWNS THE WOOL PEACOAT
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“And pick up some tea for the room.”
He had bought her tea. Not from her cafe, but another shop down
the avenue. He ordered Earl Grey for them both because it smelled of
summer. She liked the hollow sound of their spoons clinking against
ceramic and watching sugar squares dissolve to nothing.
What she first noticed about him were his things, the way he clung
to them. He kept his satchel slung over his shoulder, his scarf cinched
to his throat, even as they sat. He wore all three watches he owned at
once, set to separate time zones. She asked what brought him to town
and he said, Just passing through.
“Yes, well, think about it,” he says. “We have plenty of time to sort it
out.”
In her lap, her hands worry with the ring. “You won’t be too busy?”
“To sort it out?”
“For the museum.”
“I’ll be there…”
She never meant to leave home for so long, but she knows how to
detach herself. He never should have asked her along, but it’s what he
does. He collects things—leather loafers in Madrid, a snow cap in
Moscow, a ruby ring in Manchester. By now, the hotel views have lost
their luster. After the storm, she might find a pawn shop and see how
much they offer for the ring. If it’s any better than the last two cities or
at least enough to buy a trip home.
“I will,” he reiterates. On the surface, it sounds sure.
“It’s got a sculpture garden,” she says. “Wouldn’t that be nice?”
“The sculptures? I suppose if the rain stops.”
“To have a garden.”
Back home, one consumed her sister’s yard, reclaimed even the iron
railing and the stone footpath. In the spring, she would stop by and
they would sit still as stone on the back porch steps with two mugs of
chamomile, watch the perennials emerge. Later in the kitchen, she’d
mince fresh garlic and homegrown basil, her sister would arrange
crocuses in a spare pitcher to center the table, and together they’d twirl
their forks in pesto and familiarity.
“It’s difficult work. Have you had one?”
“No,” she says. “But I think they’re beautiful.”
“Certainly. Temperamental, but beautiful.”
“I’d grow artichokes in mine.”
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He chuckles, though she hadn’t meant it to be amusing. “What do
you know about growing artichokes?”
“I’d learn.”
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The Golden Future
Hanna Hawkins
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Miss Z
Sadie Parrotta
In my city, we throw rumors into circulation for sport.
(People are bored here.)
I was still four feet tall in the white autumn of 2008,
So I could still fit through all of the plastic winding tubes of the
elementary school playscape.
Josiah (my friend who moved away) was playing a rat and I was
playing the cat.
I caught him at the top of the slide
Because he was caught in a stare.
Somebody had taken a knife to one of the rotating number blocks
and carved
“Miss Z is dead.”
And so a new game began.
We were detectives using the loop of our thumb and pointer as
magnifying glass
As we scoured the playground for blood trails or suspicious candy
wrappers.
“Z” made sense for a dead woman.
It’s sharp and scary but that’s what made it kind of funny looking,
Just like death felt at 8 years old.
At 53 years old, one of our playground monitors had to avert her
gaze
And grin through her gritting teeth
When two tiny kids tugged on her skirt and asked about Miss Z.
That was true across the board.
Shifty eyes
And tight lips.
With no blood DNA and no witnesses, Josiah and I gave up the
search after a week.
“Probably just some jerk high schooler trying to scare people.”

It was not.
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The Limits of Woodchuck Anatomy
Colton Littlewood

W

E’VE ALL HEARD,

or failed to pronounce, the English
tongue twister about how much wood a woodchuck
would chuck if a woodchuck could chuck wood. Using
the tools available to us through modern mathematics, physics, and
biology let’s answer this question once and for all. How much would a
woodchuck really chuck if said woodchuck could in fact chuck wood?
Researchers at Cornell University studying the habits of woodchucks
determined that if a woodchuck’s den was filled with wood rather than
dirt, that amount of wood would weigh in at roughly 320 kilograms. A
woodchuck could have as many as five dens in the area it lives, so if
each of its dens were filled with wood the wood would weigh in at a
grand total of 1600 kilograms. Assuming a woodchuck removes roughly
20 kilograms of dirt a day, a relatively conservative estimate, it would
take the woodchuck about 80 days to dig all five of its dens. If the
woodchuck had to cut down the trees itself to chuck the wood it could
likely chuck wood at roughly the same rate it digs a den since digging a
den and removing all the dirt from it is similarly tedious to the act of
cutting down trees and chucking the wood. Since the average
woodchuck can live as long as six years in the wild, this would mean
that it could chuck up to 43,800 kilograms of wood in its lifetime. This
answers the question of how much wood a woodchuck would chuck if
it could chuck wood, but how much wood could a woodchuck chuck
working in perfect conditions.
In captivity woodchucks live up to 14 years as opposed to six in the
wild. Right off the bat, this alone would boost the total count from
43,800 kg to 102,200 kg. Furthermore, woodchucks in the wild spend
about half of their waking hours gathering food. This is valuable time
that should be spent chucking wood! By utilizing this time, they could
boost their total count to 204,400 kilograms. Woodchucks also spend 3
months of the year in the wild hibernating. Well not anymore, they can
hibernate after they finish chucking all that wood! This boosts our total
to 272,500 kilograms with the extra months they can spend chucking.
Additionally, it is impossible to discuss how much wood a
woodchuck could chuck if a woodchuck could chuck wood without
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examining the possibilities made available by performance enhancing
drugs. Despite the questionable ethics of using performance enhancing
drugs in this or any other situation, they could give our woodchuck a
major advantage and increase our understanding of the true limits of
the woodchuck anatomy. By utilizing steroids and blood doping
techniques we would likely be able to boost the woodchuck’s
performance by at least 25%. This would boost our total to about
340,600 kilograms across the woodchuck’s fourteen-year lifespan.
However, extended usage of these drugs could lower the woodchuck’s
lifespan. Then again, it might not; Arnold Schwarzenegger used steroids
and has lived to 73 years of age with no signs of slowing down. For our
purposes, let's say these measures lower the woodchuck’s life expectancy
to 12 years, bringing our total down to 292,000 kilograms. Let us also
assume that in the last two years of its life, due to extended usage of
these drugs and old age, the woodchuck’s capacity to chuck wood has
slowed by 25%, lowering our total to about 280,000 kg.
To fully optimize our results, we could also make use of genetic
engineering and selective breeding. Over the course of generations, we
could breed woodchucks that have ideal traits for chucking wood. In
such a circumstance, our total would increase with every generation
until we found the absolute bound of woodchuck potential in this area.
To speed up the process and perhaps even increase our total a bit more,
we could also make use of genetic engineering to create woodchucks
perfectly suited to this activity. Such methods would likely create an
initial period of rapid exponential performance growth which would
eventually peak and hold steady at the epitome of woodchuck
performance. Conservatively, let's say that we can increase woodchuck
performance by 5% per generation for 10 generations. A graph
modeling this is shown in figure 1. Let it be noted that somewhere
outside the bounds of this graph our 5% rate will start to steadily
decrease until we get little to no return per generation.
This is not altogether an unfair model since for the first several
generations in our 10-generation case study the returns are likely to be
significantly higher than 5%. So even if we have returns below 5% in
the last several generations, we would still hit a similar mark by the final
generation. It is also likely that we could keep up returns of roughly 5%
for a period of greater than 10 generations. According to our model, we
could boost our woodchuck’s total from 280,000 to almost 434,000 kg
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Figure 1

in its 12-year lifespan, along with the usage of performance enhancing
drugs and the creation of a perfect environment for wood chucking.
Though it would not help us in the consideration of how much
wood a single woodchuck could chuck, we could also make use of a
relay system to optimize woodchuck performance 24 hours a day for
the duration of the 14-year study. With such a system we would
eliminate the slowdown in performance seen in the last years of a
woodchuck’s life, any time wasted sleeping, and we would no longer
have to assume that our woodchuck will die after 12 years. For many of
these factors, we can easily calculate our total by no longer accounting
for them as we did above. By no longer accounting for a slowdown in
old age and a decreased lifespan, our total goes up to 340,600 kg. By
eliminating time lost to sleep and inactivity we will see a 300% boost in
performance, assuming that our dear little groundhog was previously
only chucking wood for 8 hours a day. We can also assume that in a
relay system, our woodchucks will chuck more wood since they will no
longer be plagued by fatigue. We can work out a system where in a
given day, each woodchuck only chucks for an hour a day, and during
its lifetime, only chucks during its prime years, after which it is retired.
These factors alone would boost performance by as much as 50%
conservatively. All of these factors together would boost the chucking
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total of the relay to 1,533,000 kilograms in the 14-year span of the
relay. By using genetic engineering to increase our woodchucks’
performance from generation to generation, as seen in the model above,
we could boost our relay total to 2,378,000 kilograms.
In short, in its life in the wild, a woodchuck could chuck 43,800 kg
of wood, in captivity it could chuck 272,500 kg of wood, using
performance enhancing drugs in captivity it could chuck 280,000 kg of
wood, using these drugs and genetic engineering methods it could
chuck 434,000 kg, and using all of these methods and the relay system
a team of woodchucks could chuck 2,378,000 kg of wood. So next
time someone asks you how much wood a woodchuck would chuck if a
woodchuck could chuck wood, instead of getting your tongue in a twist
you can just tell them, either 44, 273, 280, 434, or 2,378 metric tons
depending on how you view it, your morals, and of course whether or
not the woodchucks unionize to secure better working conditions.
That, however, is a discussion for another time
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Memento Mori III
Izzy Sobral
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Steps
Jam Taylor
My hair hangs limp like under-watered weeds
my bones ache with weariness
my teeth scream to be free
they fall from my mouth as I try to speak
I spit blood in the sink.
What is wrong with me?
My tongue wiggles like a worm in the mud
My skin hangs off my face in folds of flesh
my mask is all that stops it from dripping off in rivers of clay
What is wrong with me?
my feet are sore
from the endless, well worn steps
I march on like an ant in a line with everyone else
hoping that someday I’ll bloom and it will all be worth it.
others leap up the steps like rabbits
I stop to catch my breath
What is wrong with me?
one stops beside me
they say
Why are you taking so long?
It is so easy.
Then they hop three steps at a time.
What is wrong with me?
I climb up more stairs
On my hands and knees
Others watch me and wonder why I am so slow.
What is wrong with me?
I see one walking with a limp
She stretch out her hand
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And helps me up.
I slow down her progress
But she says
she would rather go at my pace
Then take the trip alone.
She points out a cloud shaped like a flower.
I find that I don’t mind
Being slower than everyone else
And failing at what they find so easy
When I have someone willing to go at my pace.
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What I Would Have Missed…
Abby Giguere
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